Based on the principle that customer value is a key concept in the marketing discipline, this paper presents a review and critique of current knowledge in this field. It develops the idea that value is located in the competitive and collaborative acts of the consumers and transformed by means of a dialogue in the relationships among the firm and its customers.
Introduction
Rapid changes in the economic, environmental and corporate context have destabilised key terms in the lexikon of marketing and undermined the prominence of the discipline in the market place. Recipes of the past do not seem to work anymore (McKenna, 1991) .
Relationship marketing (RM) is the latest recipe in the quest of firms for competitive advantage in consumer markets. Whilst some authors wonder whether or not this a "flavour-of-the-month" (Barnes, 1994) approach to marketing others seem to agree that RM represents a genuine paradigm shift of marketing, from an exchange, transactional focus to one in favour of the relationship between the supplier and its customer(s) (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995) . Yet, others maintain that "the complexity and flux of todays competitive environment appears to have rendered marketing mutant and unable to adapt" (Brown, 1995, p.53) .
Although the new concept has been received enthusiastically, both marketers and academics seem unable to agree on its content and boundaries. Academics find their examples of excellent relationship practices rejected in the market place, like IBM has found that reliability and after sales service cannot be the relationship and value proposition of the past as most of the computers components are highly standardised today and Volvo painfully realised in its previous marketing campaign that safety and reliability without fun is not attractive at all. After all who wants to be in a cage even if "cages save lives" (previous advertising campaign of Volvo).
As a result marketing is currently finding itself in the "scapegoats" corner of the corporate failure and paradoxically is held responsible for not delivering that which can not be delivered by one function alone. Attempts to fight back and live up to the promises made 40 years ago are highly visible in the last decade and at present. These efforts comprise two directions.
One involves attempts to lessen the popular belief that marketing alone can bring business and product success in the market place. Here, there is a call for allowing the basic marketing principle of customer focus to permeate all levels of the organisation. In Gummessons (1987) own words "everyone is a part-time marketer". As such, success is viable by means of integrating and co-ordinating all the activities of the firm and by instigating a clear customer focus to the firm. Responsibility for understanding customers and contributing to the delivery of value to them is charged to all members of the organisation rather than to marketing only (see for example, Webster 1988) .
Value is a cornerstone concept in the marketing discipline. There is wide agreement that the raison detre of marketing is to assist the firm to create value for its customers that is superior to competition. It can be reasonably argued that a key line for defending Marketings role in the organisation is that it supports the view that unless value is created and delivered to customers neither the firm has a legitimate reason to exist nor it can accomplish its corporate objectives. In the early days of Marketing, the above argument or philosophy was defensible, in the sense that it was sufficiently different from that advocated by other constituencies seeking to maintain their role primacy within the organisation.
Nevertheless, despite its importance for the marketing discipline, little research effort has been devoted to examining what this value is, how it is produced, delivered and consumed and how it is perceived by the customer. In addition, this effort primarily has been located in the knowledge pool of areas other than Marketing, e.g. strategy and strategic management, psychology and sociology of consumer behaviour, accounting and finance. Based on these works, the value concept has become a flagship of every constituency of the firm and any contemporary organisation as a whole. While this is gratifying for Marketing, it has nevertheless diluted the uniqueness of its defensive position. The latter, in conjunction with the relative lack of research in the mainstream marketing field, has undermined severely Marketings ability to advocate its essential role in the whole process of value creation and delivery.
Acknowledging the need for additional insight in the process of value creation and delivery, the second of the above directions involves efforts to conceptualise and measure what the value concept is for the customer and how it can be produced and delivered by the firm.
The value concept
It is really pleasing to report here that in our efforts to review existing literature on the concept of value we came across one of the best works in the field by Wilson in Jantrania (1994) which was presented in the first International Colloquium in Relationship Marketing (see Table 1 ). These authors have presented an excellent review of the ways value is used/measured across a number of disciplines including accounting and finance, purchasing and materials management, economics and marketing. Furthermore, they developed their own understanding of what relationship value is and urged for further research on value which according to them is "a problematic concept which cannot be ignored" (p.63). Wilson and Jantrania (1994) suggested that value considered within the context of relationships should be measured in three dimensions namely, economic, strategic and behavioural. While, these dimensions formed a three-dimensional value space, Wilson and Jantrania (1994) provided no further explanation as to the interrelationships among these dimensions.
They suggested that "in assessing the value of a relationship we may best begin with economic value. Then we may attempt to evaluate the strategic value created and finally estimate some qualitative estimate of the behavioral elements of the relationship" (p.63). Despite this inherent limitation their work is among the few to consider the concept of value within relationships. Following, we consider three additional pieces of work, which in our opinion have contributed further understanding on the value concept.
First, within a relational marketing context Ravald and Groonros (1996) and Groonros (1997) have proposed ways of measuring "the customer perceived value of an episode or total episode value" and "customer perceived value (CPV)" (Table 2) Ravald and Gronroos (1996) introduced the concept of relationship benefits and sacrifice when calculating the value of an episode within a relationship context. As such a firm can increase the value for the consumer by either reducing the sacrifice (cost efficiency) or increasing the benefits (market efficiency) (see also Wilkstrom and Normann, 1994) . These activities are defined as "creating added value by relieving the customer and creating added value by enabling the customer" (p.27).
Elsewhere, Gronroos (1992) defines supplier relationship costs (relationship sacrifice) as direct costs (e.g. insurance premiums, subscription fees etc.), indirect (e.g. delayed delivery, incorrect invoices etc.) and psychological relationship costs (e.g. cognitive effort needed to worry about whether the supplier will fulfil his commitment or not etc.). The importance of these works lie in the fact that they bring into the picture the costs and benefits associated with the relationship itself as determinants of the overall value perceived by the customer. In addition such a treatment of customer perceived value is in line with strategic thinking emanating from Porters (1980) value chain framework in that it allows marketers to think in terms of developing strategies for relieving or enabling the customer. Adding to this strategic dimension, Piercy (1998) provided an analytical framework (see Figure 1) that illustrates how the different dimensions of organisational processes lead to customer value.
Figure 1: The dimensions of organisational processes
Second, the work by de Ruyter, Wetzels, Lemmink and Mattsson (1997) . These authors used a framework for measuring value based on the axiological dimensions of value developed by Hartman (1973) and adapted by Mattsson (1998 Mattsson ( ,1990 . More specifically, they used three generic dimensions of value namely, emotional, practical and logical in order to assess customer perceived value at the different stages of the service delivery process within the context of museums.
They found that perceptions of value dimensions as well as overall customer perceived value change depending upon the stage in the value delivery process and the number/sequence of stages performed by the museum visitors (i.e. entrance, temporary collection, permanent collection, restaurant, museum shop and wardrobe). According to the same authors this is a clear indications that an overall score of customer value would be misleading as "the combination of individual service stages has an impact on the effect on overall satisfaction" (p.241). Indeed, museum visitors, like consumers of other goods or services, can follow different routes in their museum visit, thus building their own unique museum consumption experience, which is hard to be pre-determined by marketers. This resonates writings in contemporary consumer research were customer value has been defined as "a relativistic (comparative, personal, situational) preference characterising a subjects experience of interacting with some object" (Holbrook 1994, p.27) . Also, it re-enforces the suggestion that consumers play an active role in the construction of their consumption experience thus acting as co-producers of value. Taken one step further, Wikstrom (1996) suggested that "the companys role is no longer limited to supporting the customer by providing goods or services. Rather it is a question of designing a system of activities within which customers can create their own value" (p.360).
Third, Woodruf (1997), based on a cognitive logic of information processing, developed the concept of customer value hierarchy (see figure 2). This model "incorporates both desired and received value and emphasizes that value stems from customers learned perceptions, preferences, and evaluations. It also links together products with use situations and related consequences experienced by goal-oriented customers" (p.142). In addition, Woodruf (1997) and Flint at al. (1997) outlined the dynamic nature of customer value and presented a number of trigger events which can change customers perception of value. In a commentary of the Woodruf (1997) article, Parasuraman (1997) postulated that "as customers move from being first-time to short-term to long-term customers, their value assessment criteria may become increasingly global and abstract. First-time customers will likely focus primarily on attribute-level criteria, but short-and long-term customers will likely focus on consequence-and goal-level criteria" (p.157). Despite the fact that Woodrufs model is open to criticism mainly because of its foundations in cognitive theory (see Shanteau, 1992; Spence and Brucks, 1997) it nevertheless provides useful new avenues for leveraging customer value. The time perspective explicit in Woodrufs model combined with the earlier reviewed work of de Ruyter et al. (1997) suggest that a better understanding of customer value will be gained if value is addressed at different levels of the consumption experience with the product itself and at different stages of the relationship with the firm (supplier). Overall, literature reviewed above presents the state-of-the-art of contemporary knowledge about customer value. By all accounts this is quite limited knowledge. According to Woodruf (1997) "we need richer customer value theory that delves deeply into the customers world of product use in their situations" (p.150). The same author urges for more research into tools that can be used by management to better understand what customer value is and how it can be translated into managerial processes and practices.
In our opinion the dearth of knowledge in this critical area of marketing and organisational activity can be attributed to the following deficiencies.
First, the vast majority of research into customer value represents efforts to measure a hypothetical and as yet ill understood concept. Yet, measures of customer value are simply low operational variables, whereas value is a higher level hypothetical construct and it should be acknowledged that between the two lies a system of intervening variables. The latter is illustrated graphically in the following figure 3.
Figure 3: Encounters and Customer value
Using an analogy from the physical sciences, one should acknowledge that snapshot measurement of the neutrons can not provide a reliable measurement of the mass, as it is the continuous movement and interaction of these particles that distort any notion of final mass. Similarly, in our case the continuous interplay/interaction between the firm and a customer transforms value into an inherently dynamic concept. Therefore, measurements of customer value are only snapshot and partial scores of a higher level construct. This is reminiscent of criticism in another important field of marketing activity i.e. service quality. After many debates on the usefulness of the SERVQUAL instrument (Parasuraman et al., 1985 (Parasuraman et al., , 1988 Cronin and Taylor, 1992) it was acknowledged that the instrument assessed what customers attribute to a service of high quality but not their attributions. As a response Bitner (1990 Bitner ( ,1992 and Zeithaml, Berry and Parasuraman (1993) put forward very interesting conceptual frameworks for investigating the nature and determinants of customer expectations in services.
In a similar vein, we need to address customers attributions to value rather than simply seeking what they attribute to it (see Heider 1953) .
Secondly, we join voices with Gummesson (1998) who attributes problems encountered in the field of customer value to the fact that "production is viewed as value creation or value added by the supplier, whereas consumption is value depletion caused by the customer. If the consumer is the focal point of marketing, however, value creation is only possible when a product or service is consumed. An unsold product has no value, and a service provider without customers cannot produce anything" (p.246). Indeed, the traditional view of value creation in marketing models has assumed that value is created by organisational processes within firms and is progressively build up through exchange and competition among firms or systems of firms. Marketing theory argues that a firm creates value essentially through two core elements. One, a customer focus, whereby the objective of the firm is to identify and serve the needs of the customers profitably, by placing them as the primary interest over and above all other competing claims on the firms resources. Second, a competitive orientation, whereby the firm aims to develop and maintain a competitive advantage over other firms.
However, as it has been eloquently articulated by Day and Wensley, (1983) "a customer orientation implies a battle for ultimate customers that is won by direct appeal to these customers?.By contrast a competitive orientation views customers as an ultimate prize gained at the expense of rivals in many ways other than by simply offering a better match of products to customer needs" (p.82). In both cases the customer becomes a prize and is detached from the value creation process.
A number of writers in the relationship marketing stream have already begun to take a contrary view of the value creation process whereby value is co-created by the firm and the customer/consumer (Normann and Ramirez, 1993; Wikstrom, 1996) . Tzokas and Saren (1997) went further and postulated that the value creation process is incomplete without the consumers active involvement and indeed the consumer not the firm is the primer driver of the value creation process. However, the same authors noticed that the "current invitation to customers for joint value creation, as a co-producer, is limited to the characteristics of the product/service and constitutes a myopic view of the customers productive means and capabilities. Customers are invited to join the value chain of the firm productively but the means offered to them are supplier specific" (p.111). This is, consumers are asked to join the firms value chain, without taking account of their own unique means of value creation in the consumers own domain. This contributes a gap in relationship marketing theory, which needs to be addressed.
In order to tackle the above deficiencies we suggest that, among other things, two key concepts need to be explored. First, the idea that consumers create value in the market place by means of the competitive and collaborative acts in which they engage with each other. Secondly, the idea that a dialogue among the firm and its customers is capable of revealing the attributions of customer perceptions of value to the firm. We take on each of these points in the following parts of this paper.
Consumers creation of value through competition and collaboration
We propose that the principle role of consumption, that is, the activities, behaviours and motivations that consumers undertake when making decisions and forming perceptions about products and services, can be most effectively conceptualised as an expression of value creation. Marketing theory has applied several models to understand the motivations and intentions underlying consumers behaviour. Until recently, the dominant view of the consumer relied upon economic assumptions of need satisfaction and rational decision making (Engel et al, 1990) , and it is evident in the previously reviewed notions of customer value. This view, however, has gradually lost mass support to alternative views grounded in anthropology, cultural studies and social theory.
Rather than being understood as a goal orientated, utility seeking decision maker, the consumer is represented as having many different motives, behaviours and agendas. Consumption is often an irrational and playful activity involving fantasy and hedonism (Holt, 1995; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982) . Individuals construct and experience their identity, self and lifestyle through consumption, using it as a complex cultural discourse to maintain and communicate status, social position and taste (Holt, 1998; Belk, 1988) . In this context consumer goods together with the rituals, behaviours and exchanges in which they are used, visualise and make stable the categories of culture with which we are familiar (Douglas & Isherwood, 1996) .
The notion that consumer goods are employed to signify social position and used by individuals to compete against one another can hardly be considered a particularly modern or contemporary state of affairs. Several classic anthropological studies have shown that the primary function of material culture is not the satisfaction of needs but the role in social rituals and the establishment of social hierarchies both within and between groups (for example, Mauss, 1966; Malinowski, 1922; Douglas and Isherwood, 1996; Gell, 1986) . In many ways, the modern obsession with collecting or amassing certain types of products and goods to signify social prestige and wealth marks western capitalism apart from many other forms of social organisation. In the societies studies by Mauss for example, the social significance of goods arises not from them being displayed by their owner but rather by being given away as gifts to others such at rivals and those with whom one is in competition.
In a more modern western context, Veblen (1899) detailed the conspicuous consumption of the noveau riches, and the manner in which certain types of goods and services (and how they were consumed) became important registers of social position. The success of early department stores as centres for taste and fashion was largely a consequence of the vast appetite for status symbols among this newly emerging affluent middle class (Learmans, 1993; Williams, 1982) . Similarly, Bourdieu (1984) considers modern consumption to be primarily involved in the establishment and maintenance of distinction or difference between social classes and status groups. The maintenance of difference thus not only implies a competitive relationship between consumers who perceive themselves to inhabit different groups and identities, but also a collaborative effort. By seeking to join or align themselves with desirable groups individual consumers must collaborate with the other consumers in that group in terms of shared consumption ambitions and intentions, and adopting similar behaviours and lifestyles.
Bourdieu argues that since access to various forms of capital is unequal, those with greater access are able to use this capital to establish difference through exclusive notions of taste and refinement. For the purposes of this discussion it is helpful to return to Tarde (1890/1962) who considered desire to be constituted through the dynamics of social relations governed by the laws of imitation rather than in terms of innate drives. The desire to have or not have can thus be thought to be highly related to what others around us have and do not have.
Though perhaps particularly significant, consumer competition should not only be considered solely in terms of status seeking behaviour or in relation to the conspicuous consumption of certain types of luxury products and services. Consumer competition and collaboration is, first and foremost, concerned with the construction and maintenance of ones identity, that is, the sense in which we as individuals can distinguish ourselves from others on the one hand, and become associated with preferred groups on the other. Every single consumption decision represents a fragment of our total personal identity and whilst certain types of consumption encounters may have greater significance in terms of status (a designer suit, knowledge of fine wine or a luxury car for instance), the more mundane and habitual consumption decisions we make constitute how we see ourselves as consumers and individuals in society.
When viewed in this way, consumption decisions can be recontextualised as value creating rather than value acquisition. As an active agent, the consumer is the source at which value is realised and actualised, rather than value being understood as arising from organisational activities and procedures. Different consumers are, after all, likely to have different expectations from similar products because their lifestyles and needs will vary. Consequently, the value that is attached to various products will be ultimately dependent upon the perceptions and expectations of the consumers themselves rather than on organisational definitions and intentions of the value that their products are considered to have. It is perhaps helpful to conceptualise consumption as an active and constructive behaviour (Baudrillard, 1996; Ostergaard et al, 1998) in which consumers build up a profile of products and services which they consider to represent and fulfil there own individual aspirations. The corollary is that consumers, by making discriminatory decisions, also build their identity through the products and services they choose not to associate themselves with.
When taken as individual product choices, the application of this notion of consumer competition and collaboration may appear somewhat overstated. Many products, after all, represent repeat, low involvement purchases and it is possible that consumers think very little about the meaning or significance of any one particular consumption act. If, however, it is taken as but one tiny component in the consumers entire consumption behaviour it becomes possible to view the notion of consumer competition and collaboration in the market place the driving force of the consumers attributions of value in products and services as a realistic and plausible thesis.
On dialogue
It would be fair to suggest that one of the challenges faced by contemporary organizations has to do with the development of mechanisms to assist organisation-wide learning about their customer base. In our case this can be conceived as organisational learning about how customer perceive or attribute value and their attributions. By all means this entails getting as close as possible to what has been termed as customers experiential space (Vandermerwe, 1996) i.e. the space where customers review, take and retake decisions on their everyday consumption activities, and link them to the subjective construction and improvement of their social identities and personal lives. According to Woodruf (1997) such mechanisms should appreciate that consequences of consumption decisions are "rooted in specific use situations and occasions and tend to be more abstract that attributes?" (p.150). In addition, for this knowledge to become influential in the decision making practices within the organisation, management should strive to move beyond procedural learning to what has been termed deutero learning (Argyris and Schon (1978) , Sinkula, 1994) .
The marketing research tool-kit consists of a number of quantitative and qualitative techniques for the collection and analysis of customer data. However, in recent years these techniques have been criticized heavily. This criticism revolves around three key themes. First, in many cases, it is difficult for the firm to use these techniques; second, customers (respondents) find it difficult to respond meaningfully to the tasks they required to perform and third, these techniques could stifle creativity and entrepreneurship as they favour what is known and of little risk (Zaltman 1996; Brownlie and Saren, 1992; Workman, 1993) .
We would add to this list, that these techniques in marketing have been developed under the assumption that the different actors in the market place (e.g. firms and consumers) know their full interests and the role of marketing research is to facilitate their expression. However, in the relationship marketing field the consensus is drifting from the view that individual actors know their full interest, to the view that it is only by recognising their mutual dependence that the actors can define their distinct interests, and that marketings role is to encourage the recognition of mutuality and the definition of particularity. While, this relational principle has been espoused in the fields of industrial and services marketing, it is not widely accepted in consumer markets mainly because the firm is dealing with many customers who, in many cases, remain anonymous to the firm. However, the assumption that relationship marketing is radically easier between companies or in service contexts than between consumers and their suppliers is open to question.
Recently, Tzokas and Saren (1997) have proposed that relationship marketing is "the process of planning, developing and nurturing a relationship climate that will promote a dialogue between a firm and its customers which aims to imbue an understanding, confidence and respect of each others' capabilities and concerns when enacting their role in the market place and the society" (p.106). A key tenet of this definition is that dialogue among the firm and its customer can bring a higher level of learning about each other. However, dialogue is more than that. As Hazen (1994) puts it "to name ones experience in dialogue and to be heard and responded to by the other is to reflect on that experience and, doing so, actively change the context in which it occurs" (p.398). She approaches dialogue as a "method of inquiry and a process of change" (p.396).
From an organisational management perspective Schein (1993) views dialogue as offering "a way of building a basis for mutual understanding and trust by uncovering the basic cognitive processes that underlie individual and group assumptions" (p.40). From a relationship marketing management perspective we view dialogue as an opportunity for value transformation and an avenue for competitive advantage. By creating unique inter-experiences (Laing et al., 1966) and a new way of "being" in a relationship (Elinor and Gerard, 1998) , dialogue transforms perceptions about what constitutes value for both the firm and its customers. The corollary of this, is that relationships henceforth developed with customers become core competencies of the firm which, owing to the uniqueness of the individuals involved, become non-imitable by other firms.
Furthermore, relationship marketing researchers (e.g. Gummesson, 1987 Gummesson, ,1994 have approached dialogue as a means of appreciating the broader dimensions in which actors from the production and consumption system are associated. Indeed, as Elinor and Gerard (1998) postulate "dialogue moves us beyond the individual to a focus on the larger social and cultural context in which we live?it works to bring integration and wholeness of perspective into the day-to-day decisions we make" (p.14). The latter supports Gummesson (1994) call to view relationships as they develop in the market place and society as a whole and their interdependence. Such an approach allows relationship marketing firms to expand the bases of consumer satisfaction by addressing consumers attributions to value. As Alexander (1997) puts it, relationship management "is not simply about gathering more information, but about shaping needs and behaviours to develop mutual advantage" (p.788).
Conclusions and Implications
The discussion presented thus far illustrates our observations and thoughts about a number of issues relating to value creation by means of dialogue and collaborative and competitive acts in the consumers own domain. The following points summarise this discussion in a concise, proposition-like form and set the stage for possible theoretical implications and new research direction.
Customer value is a dynamic and transformational higher level construct, which should not be reduced to a low-level operational measurement. Consumers can create value through collaboration and competition in their own domain, just as firms do. Consumers and firms full interests can only be realised through the relationship between them. Dialogue is the necessary mechanism for the creation of unique inter-experiences and hence, transformational value for both parties. We argue that the propositions above hold a number of implications for both the theory and practice of marketing. To begin with, from a theoretical point of view the case can be made that there is value in attempts to synthesise developments in the fields of consumer research and marketing management. Indeed during the last 30 years, the two fields have developed separately. It would be fair to suggest that consumer researchers have reached a point where they know quite a lot about the behaviour of consumers but increasingly little about how management should make good use of this knowledge. By the same token, marketing management or marketing theory has become more of an organisational behaviour theory with increasingly little relation to its original focal point i.e. the consumers. As a result, our assertion that value, for both the firms and its customers, is created in the combined, yet unique effort, of what is traditionally defined production and consumption outlines how the two systems work synergistically. We expect the same synergy in efforts to integrate insights from consumer research and marketing management. In addition, as the knowledge pool of consumer research is increasingly incorporating advances form fields such as psychology, sociology, anthropology and critical theory, relationship marketing researchers investigating the concept of customer value also should visit a wider range of literature and academic disciplines. Hunt (1994) argued that although we know a lot about how companies compete in the market place we know little about how they collaborate. He put forward the need for a theory of collaboration among firms. Adding to his call, we suggest the need for a theory of competition and collaboration among consumers. In this paper we have scratched only the surface of what we perceive to be an area of outstanding importance for the further development of the marketing discipline. More research on this issue will allow relationship marketing researcher to reach the customers experiential space and draw useful insights for navigating their organisational policies and practices.
The latter, will become easier if research attention is directed to the ways firms could recognise the value of dialogue with their customers and practice it in the market place. Research efforts in this direction can progress rapidly by borrowing existing insights from the fields of industrial and service marketing. For example, in the industrial marketing field, it is now recognised that communication encounters between the firm and its customers are characterized by mutual learning where both parties play an active role in defining the final shape, use and meaning of the product (Biemans, 1992) , and therefore, value perceptions for both parties is transformed. Industrial marketing recognises the learning and transformational aspects of these encounters and has devised methods to assist mutual learning. In a similar vein, marketers of consumer products should approach dialogue in these terms. The usefulness of our suggestion can be made clearer if one considers some of the recent technological advances in the field of telecommunications that allow an active interaction between the firm and its customers (e.g. interactive TV, Internet, Call Centers and so on).
Finally, in this paper we have questioned the usefulness of existing measurements of customer value. We would not deny that scores of customer value could assist marketing managers to evaluate their firms performance and identify areas of concern. Yet, in order to take action, we would argue that marketing managers need to reach a different level of insight into the consumer experiential space. This is, they need to address the consumers attributions to their evaluations of the value they receive. This would entail fine-grained research strategies from interpretive sociology (Burrell and Morgan, 1994) such as ethnographic methods (Prus, 1989; Agar, 1990; Schwartzman, 1993) . We suggest such approaches since they can take account of the inherently dynamic nature of customer value.
